Personal Perspective 


Please Look After This Bear: 

A Story of Love, Courage, Growth, and Understanding 


The other day on the radio, I heard a 
white male talk show host discussing the 
"awf u l"plightofLatinas becau sethei r fami - 
I i es don 't expect them to achi eve and don 't 
havegoalsfor their girls to go to do well in 
school and gotocol lege. Hebelievedthatall 
Latino fami lies wanted their girls to start 
families and be good mothers, aspiring to 
nothing else. 

I hadtosmile— hewassoright, but yet 
he was also so wrong. He did not under- 
stand what our families want for us and 
why. Hedid not understand thestrength 
and courage our culture provides for usand 
how. H edid, however, lead medown memory 
lanetotheday when I discovered what he 
did not know. 

The Bear 4# 

She came i nto my room gi nger ly hoi d- 
ing a package in her hands and sat on my 
bedsheddingquiettearsasl mademyway 
around toher. Walking si owlytowhereshe 
sat, I kept wondering, "What can I say?" 
"What can I do?" Al I thetime thinking, "If 
I am not strong now, I 'll never make it. This 
isMY moment of truth. I need to be strong 
for both ofusrightnow,orl will never get out 
ofhere. I will never haveachancetoexplore 
my potential." 

Holding back my own tears, I sat down 
beside her and put my arms around her 
shoulders. I told her everything would be 
fine, I would always be her daughter. I 
would still take care of her, but I needed to 
dothis. Shesaid, "I know. I loveyouandl'm 
soproudofyou. I knowthatgoingtocollege 
has been a dream of ours for years. I am 
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going to miss you, but I want you to know 
that I love you, no matter what, and I 
understand why you have to go. I am so 
proud of you." 

At that moment, my mom tenderly 
handed me the package she held so deli- 
cately in her hands. I took the gift and 
opened it slowly wondering what else she 
had gotten me after the towels, linens, 
calculator, and dictionary. It was a rag- 
gedy, forlorn looking Paddington bear. One 
with an oversizeyel low hat, a blueovercoat, 
and a tag, PI ease Look After This Bear. 

My own tears, held in check for so many 
days now, flowed freely. F or the past four 
years, since my dad had left, I had been 
lookingafter mymomand littlesister. She 
suddenly thrust intotheroleof breadwin- 
ner and meintotheroleof caretaker. I had 
cooked, cleaned, babysat, baked goodies for 
the bakesale, helped my little sister with 
homework, and attended school functions. 

Shesaid tome, "Please, look after this 
bear, takegood careof it, and if thebear ever 
needs anything, let me know." We both 
knew she was talking about me, we both 
knewshewanted metotakegood careof my 
selfasl ventured forth intounknown terri- 
tory. As I took steps to become my own 
person, not by getting married as my mom 
had done, but by goi ngtotheU ni versity, as 
nooneelse in our family had done. 

Thebear wou I dbecomea symbol of our 
bond, of our love, and of our growth, as 
mother and daughter— as I went forth into 
the world of academia, a world unfamiliar 
to my mother, to my family. She would 
frequently call and ask me how the bear 
was doing. I had thebear on the my bed, as 
a constant reminder oftheloveof a mother 
who did not understand all that was hap- 
pen i ng i n her daughter's I ife, but, who i n her 
own way, was trying to be extremely sup- 
porti veof her wayward daughter'sendeavor, 
of her dreams. 


We had a good cry, my mom and I , that 
evening, the last evening I would be at 
home.thelasttimel wouldbeher littlegirl. 
The next morning, I was setting off for the 
University— to become what I was meant 
to become, to follow my dream of graduat- 
ing from the u n i versi ty. M y mom wou I d stay 
behind. Forever believing shehaddonethe 
r i ght th i ng, forever won der i n g i f sh e shou I d 
have done something differently. 

BearU 

The festivities had died down and al- 
most everyone had I eft. M y mom, i n al I her 
splendor, had been a wonderful hostess and 
was as proud as could be, thedaughter who 
she had sent away to col I ege so many years 
ago had graduated with her doctorate de- 
gree. Shecalled metothe couch tosit by her 
and shehel d out a package. W i th a questi on- 
ing look in my eyes, I smiled as I took the 
package— shehad al ready gi ven memy Ph. D. 
hood duri ng theceremony earl i er today. 

Shesaid, "Open it."Withaslysmileon 
her face. I twasa finely dressed Paddington 
Bear with a fine red hat, an evening coat, 
andatag, PleaseLookAfterThisBear. She 
said, "remember when you went away to 
col I ege so many years ago and I gave you a 
Paddington Bear that was sort of raggedy 
looking?"! said, "Of course, I still havethat 
bear and he is still very special to me. He 
hel ped meth rough some very try i ng ti mes. 
When the going got tough, I would look at 
that Bear and know that YOU believed in 
me and that gave me the spirit to keep 
going, nomatter what. Thecourage to pur- 
sue my dream." 

‘Well, now that you are a doctor, I 
thought you needed a finer bear to look 
after, as you go off to tackle the world. 
Remember to always look after this bear 
and take very good careof it." We laughed 
andreminiscedaboutatimelongagowhen 
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we were crying over the same issue, the 
same bear. We had come a long way, my 
mother and I . With a daughter whohad now 
earned her doctorate, intheUnited States, 
my mother, an immigrant of so many years 
ago, was beginning to understand. I loved 
her dearly and I was sovery proud of her and 
the courage that she had shown all of my 
life. Through all of the ups and downs, her 
faith and belief in me had never wavered. 
Sheknewl would makeit. Shewasalways 
there to lend a hand with baby-sitting, 
cookinga meal, andjust generally looking 
after my family as I pursued my dreams. 

Bear #5 

The house was all packed, we were 
ready to go and my mom was once again 
hosting a party. This time, my farewell 
party. After living in thesametown for 15 
years, I had accepted a position at a U ni ver- 
sityfivehoursaway. I would bemovingout 
of the town that had become a family town 
for usovertheyears. 1 1 wastheplacewhere 
twoof my children wereborn, wherel moved 
my mom and my sister after I graduated 
with my teaching credential, wheretwoof 
my sisters lived with their families, and 
where my aunt and cousin had moved to a 
few years ago to be closer tofami ly— it was 
our family town. 

This was the place where I had pur- 
chased my mother her own home with a 
fireplace, helping her fulfill a dream she 
hadhadeversinceshewasa I ittl egi rl . This 
iswherewehad formed many bonds, many 
memories, many good times, and now I was 
I ea vi n g to become a professor at a U n i ver- 
sity five hours away. 

After all the gifts were opened, my 
mother took out a finely wrapped box. It 
was beautiful and she came over to me, 
tears flowing freely as she told the as- 
sembled guests, "When my baby went off to 
college so many years ago, I gave her a 
Paddington Bear. He was sort of scruffy 
looki ngand sort of sad and hehad atagthat 
said, Please Look After This Bear and she 
did and she graduated with her teaching 
credential. Years later, when she finished 
her doctorate, I gaveher another Paddington 
bear. This one was better dressed to show 
that hehad madeit and wasgoi ng places i n 
his life. Again, I said to her, Please Look 
AfterThisBear.andshedidandnowlookat 
her— all ready to become a professor." 

Shehanded methepackageand waited 
patiently as I opened it— Another Padding- 
ton bear— thistimedressed in atuxedoand 
lookinglikehehadreallyMADE IT. With 
the same tag, PleaseLook AfterThis Bear. 


'This," she said, "is a bear that has it all 
and is now making his way in the world to 
help others." 

Shesaidtome, "I will miss you greatly, 
not having you here, but I amsoproudofyou. 
P I ease, I ook after this bear j ust as much as 
you did theother two." With tears stream- 
i ng down my face, I gavemy mom a hug— the 
bond complete, the understanding there, 
the love flowing. My mom, in all her gran- 
deur, had come full circle. We were one— 
both of us understand! ng the courage and 
sacrificeit had taken toget ustothis point 
in our lives. As two Latinas who had to 
reconci lecultural differences, wehad done 
a pretty good job. 

A Loving foundation 

Asa Latina, I grewupinaworldofvery 
d ifferent expectati ons. E xpectati ons that I 
would bea good wifeand mother someday. 
Expectati ons that I would someday be the 
keeper of family traditions, the holder of 
thebeliefsand values that werean integral 
part of our family heritageand culture. The 
expectation that I would learn how to cook 
and support my husband's effortstocarefor 
the family. I was expected to be the stereo- 
typethetal k show host was speaki ng about. 

I , on the other hand, had different ex- 
pectations for myself. I had dreams that 
went beyond what my fami ly, my commu- 
nity, my culture had in mind. I wanted a 
career, I wanted to be my own person, I 
wanted freedom, and I especially wanted to 
attend th e U n i versi ty a nd get an edu cat i on . 

I knew it would not be easy. We had no 
money for me to go to col lege, my parents 
werenot sure why I wanted togo, and si nee 
I had moved around so often, I did not have 
any teachers or counselors who were 
mentoring me. I knew that if my dreams 
wereto become a reality, I would havetodo 
it on my own. 

My relationship with my family, al- 
though based on a loving foundation, was 
somewhat strained. They could not under- 
stand my n eed to ma ke a I i fe for mysel f , my 
determination tosucceed in adifferent way, 
or my desire to be more than a wife and 
mother. They could not understand why I 
had to leave home, what I would become 
when I came back, if I would come back. 
Their fears, especially my mom's, were 
many— will she be ashamed of the family, 
will she still want to spend time with us? 
Will she be smarter than me? Will she still 
be my daughter? Her fears were real, her 
concerns many. Although I sensed shetried 
tounderstand, I knew at some level, it was 
as d iff i cu 1 1 for her to I et me go, as i t was for 


metoleave. I knew that my mother, inspite 
of her fears and lack of understanding, 
believed in me and in my dreams. I knew 
that at some level, she truly wanted all of 
mydreamstocometrue.shewasrootingfor 
mein her own way. 

Latinas 

F or Lati nas, it isa doubly hardjourney 
to break with tradition, because our fami- 
lies may be will ingtolet our brothersgo, but 
when it comes to the girls, it isa different 
story. The expectations are different, the 
goals are not thesame. The dreams are for 
intact, big, healthy, families all looking to 
and depending on "mama" for their sur- 
vival. When wedecideto pursuea different 
path, it is a break with many years of 
traditions, beliefs, and values. 

Weareforginga new heritage, itisnot 
thenorm nor theculturefor women togoout 
and seek their place in the world. It is 
threatening to our fathers, who see their 
authority whittled away and fail tounder- 
stand the need for their daughters to be 
morethan a MOM. It is especially hard for 
our mothers, for our venturing forth be- 
comes almost a comparison of a life not 
lived, opportunities not taken, dreams not 
fulfilled. We, as Lati nas, needtobecareful 
that we do not reject the way of life our 
mothers chose— and instead honor and re- 
spect them for the women they choseto be, 
for the foundation they laid for us to build 
our dreams upon. 

Young Latinas need to learn how to 
resist family and community expectations 
that areconfining, whileat thesame time 
continue to embrace a protective family 
environment. We need to learn to resist a 
culture, atradition, a heritage, an ancestry 
which defines us by our gender and places 
limits on how far we can go based on our 
femininity. However, Lati nas also need to 
continuetohonora legacy of strength, love, 
caring, and bonding that has held our cul- 
ture together for many decades, through 
u ntol d adversi ty . 1 1 i s a I egacy of truth that 
hasal lowed our fami I iesand our communi- 
ties to thrive. For it is only in finding this 
balancethatwecanachievetruehappiness 
and harmony in our own lives. 

We can't make it without our family 
and community beside us, we need their 
loveand guidance. Wecan'tachievewithout 
mom believing in us and rooting for us. 
F u rthermore, the vi ctory of success becomes 
hollow, the dream almost meaningless, 
when we are not sharing our accomplish- 
ments with our loved ones. Weneed tolearn 
not only to pull away from a defining cul- 
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ture, but to also appreciate the strength 
and foundations that our culture has to 
offer. This strength is based on family 
bonds that make us strong, help us grow, 
and giveuscouragetokeep going in spiteof 
it all. 

It took me years to realize what my 
mother had donefor me through all of her 
support and love. 1 1 took me years to under- 
stand her own fears and doubts about her 
daughter goingoffintotheunknown. I ttook 
me years to appreciate the culture that 
gave her the strength to let me go and pull 
me back, theculturethat provided her the 
depth of spirit to recognizethat her daugh- 
ter needed to make her own path, follow her 
ownjourney. 

We have grown incredibly close, my 
mother and I. However, she still cannot 
understand why I buy ready-made foods 
and spend my time at the computer rather 
than inthekitchen.Shecannotunderstand 
why I don 't spend hours cooki ng a Thanks- 
gi vi ng di nner, shecannot understand why I 
have not taught my children how to cook 
(she has taken over that task, that's what 
grandmothers are for, she now says). 

However, she understands that I am 
becoming the person I was meant to be and 
she is determined, in her own way, to Look 
After This Bear and Her Brood. She has 
become my I ifesupport. Without her, I never 
wou I d ha ve made i t, wi thout h er by my si de, 
any victory would have been hallow. 


Verson a I "Reflection 

I have I earned a lot through the years. 
I have learned that my culture does try to 
defi ne me based on my gender, however, it 


is a definition of strength and courage. I 
have also learned that I need to define 
myself as a woman, in spiteof my cultural 
heritage; however, it is because of my cul- 
ture, that I will make it. It is in defining 
myself as a Latina that I have been ableto 
grow strong for myself and my family. 

I cannot reject thecultureandtheheri- 
tagethat are an integral part of my being. 
It is who I am and there are many parts of 
theLatina legacythat I have incorporated 
i n my I ife, some out of necessity, others out 
of love and respect. It took me years to 
real ize what my culture could dofor me, for 
as a Latina, I was expected to be strong, 
courageous, and stouthearted. I was ex- 
pected to embody the characteristics of 
love, kindness, strength, and devotion to 
my family and to my community. 

My mother, a true Latina, showed the 
courage and faith that only a Latina pos- 
sesses as she set aside her own fears and 
found the strength, deep within her heart, 
togi vemewhat I needed to ventureforth on 
my own, intoalife, atime, ajourneyshedid 
not understand, to fulfil I my own dreams. 
My mother, a Latina through and through, 
had the bravado to let me go, and then to 
make a space for me to come back. 

Now, as I counsel young Latinas, I 
share my experience. I especial lywantthem 
tounderstandthatit is important for them 
tohon or thelegacy that istheirsas Latinas. 

I share with them that it is essential that 
they stay connected, stay in touch, keep in 
contact with their cultural roots. It is im- 
portantthat they not forgettheir roots, who 
they areand wherethey comefrom. F or it is 
only in returning to our roots that we can 
trulymakeitandbefree. Itisonlyinforgi ng 
bonds with our families that the victories 


becomereal. 1 1 is only in honoringthepast 
that wecan forgea newfuturefor ourselves, 
our daughters, our communities, and our 
culture. 


Afterthoughts 

I still have my three Paddington 
Bears— they grace my bedroom next to my 
bed. They area constant remi nder tome of 
the depth of a mother's love who had truly 
gi ven me wi ngs and gi ven me roots. Wings 
to dream of becoming who I could become. 
Roots to allow me to soar, and still be 
anchored. 

Yes, ittookmea whiletoappreciateall 
my mom has donefor meandthesacrifices 
she had made— but, I know she had the 
couragetodowhat shedid, becauseshe, I i ke 
me, isaLatina.A Latina that hastaken all 
that is good about her life and her culture 
and channeled that energy into loving and 
supporting her family. It is within our cul- 
tural legacy that wewi 1 1 find thecourageto 
become the individuals we were meant to 
be and to i nspi re others to do the same. 

Yes, I did have a smile on my face that 
day listening to the radio— this man had 
obviously never met my mother. 
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